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US Congressional junket to Cuba stirs controversy
A bipartisan delegation of former and current members of the US Congress visited Cuba in
December and later reported that President Fidel Castro is firmly in command and recommended
that the US seek greater ties with Cuba. However, the group did not recommend dropping the
Helms-Burton law that tightens the 35-year old economic embargo on Cuba. Included in the
delegation were Rep. Jon Christensen, (R-Neb), former Missouri Democratic representative James
Symington, and former Arizona Democratic senator Dennis DeConcini. Former Republican
representative Louis Frey, president of the United States Association of Former Members of
Congress, led the delegation.
"Castro is going to run the country until he dies," said Frey. "That's a fact of life I think we have to
deal with." Another member of the delegation, former representative Toby Roth, a conservative
Republican from Wisconsin, suggested that a policy of engagement rather than containment would
better serve US and Cuban interests. "Cuba is a child in our family," he said. "We have to bring
them along." The delegation offered some specific suggestions for a policy of engagement with
Cuba.
The report said the US should accept Cuba's offer of greater bilateral cooperation to control drug
trafficking. It also suggested that the US remove restrictions on direct air flights and humanitarian
aid to Cuba and that it improve cultural exchanges. Finally, the report urged Castro to release
political prisoners, and it counseled him to settle property claims of US citizens. In a related
incident, two Republican House members from south Florida, Lincoln Diaz-Balart and Ileana RosLehtinen, resigned from the House Hispanic Caucus when Xavier Becerra (D-CA) was elected its
chair. They said that a trip Becerra made to Cuba recently was personally insulting to them and
showed insensitivity to the feelings of anti-Castro Cubans in Florida.

US authorizes licenses for media to work in Cuba
On Feb. 12, President Bill Clinton authorized the Treasury Department to issue licenses for the
Cable News Network (CNN) and nine other US media outlets to set up bureaus in Cuba. Besides
CNN, the list includes television networks CBS, ABC, and Univision, as well as The Miami Herald,
Chicago Tribune, Wall Street Journal, Associated Press, Dow Jones News Service, Cuba Info (a
publication of the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies), and the Fort
Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel. No commercial US news organization has had a Cuban bureau since the
Associated Press was expelled from Havana in 1969.
Because of the US economic embargo against Cuba, news organizations need permission to operate
on the island. CNN first secured authorization from Cuban authorities in November, but the White
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House delayed acting on its request for a license because of "pressures from constituencies,"
according to administration sources. This apparently referred to heavy lobbying by The Miami
Herald and others to be the first into Havana. Neither the anti-Castro Cuban-American National
Foundation (CANF) nor Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC), co-author of the Helms-Burton law, opposed
the granting of licenses. Shortly before Clinton's decision, Sen. Helms wrote a letter urging the
president to give a license to any news organization that wants one. "If Castro wants to open Cuba to
the roving eye of the American news media, we should by all means give him the rope with which to
hang himself," said Helms.
CNN is expected to open its bureau in Havana in March. A Cuban Foreign Ministry official said that
the Cuban government will review all other applications and decide on them at an "opportune"
moment. Cuban official reaction was skeptical about US motives. An editorial in Granma, the daily
newspaper of the Cuban Communist Party, said Clinton's decision was a "new act of intervention
by Washington." Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Marianela Ferriol said that US licensing was
irrelevant since only the Cuban government could determine which foreign media could operate in
Cuba. "Any organ of the press that lends itself to following the US policy of hostility toward Cuba is
rejected immediately," she said.

EU asks World Trade Organization to delay case against US
In early February, European Trade Commissioner Sir Leon Britain asked the Word Trade
Organization (WTO) to postpone until Feb. 20 setting up a panel to hear the EU complaint against
the Helms-Burton law (see NotiSur - Latin American Affairs, 11/01/96 and 03/15/96). Britain said
that, in the meantime, the EU would attempt a negotiated settlement of the trade controversy that
erupted last March over Helms-Burton restrictions on foreign companies operating in Cuba. The
US argues that the WTO has no jurisdiction in the matter because it involves US national security
interests.
Assistant Secretary of Commerce Stuart Eizenstat said, "We have traditionally indicated that our
national security interests are at stake with respect to Cuba." Britain replied that "it is not credible
to suggest that the protection of US national security requires interference in the legitimate trade of
European companies in Cuba." The WTO trade-disputes system would collapse if any country could
claim exemption from its jurisdiction "simply by proclaiming that its national security is involved,"
he said. Meanwhile, rumors are circulating in diplomatic circles that the US is prepared to ignore
any WTO ruling in the case.
Some sources suggest that the Clinton administration is angry at the EU for pressing on with the
complaint even after the president suspended enforcement of the most controversial section of
the Helms-Burton law (see NotiSur, 01/10/97). Canadian foreign minister visits Cuba Canadian
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy visited Cuba on Jan. 21 and 22 to meet with President Castro and
other high- ranking Cuban officials. He also toured Varadero, a resort east of Havana where the
Canadian firm Sherrit International has interests. The visit caused a stir in Washington, DC, where
US State Department spokesman Nicholas Burns said that Canada had "rewarded" Castro by the
visit. "Canada has a lot of prestige," Castro said after lunch with Axworthy. "What it says and what
it thinks has great meaning for us." The official result of the visit was a 14-point joint communique
in which Axworthy and Cuban Foreign Minister Roberto Robaina agreed that their two countries
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should hold future dialogues on economic and human rights issues and cooperate in strengthening
the citizens' complaints commission in the Cuban National Assembly.
Other major points were an agreement to hold bilateral exchanges of judges and delegates from
the legislatures of the two countries and the negotiation of a Foreign Investment Protection and
Promotion Agreement, presumably aimed at combating the Helms-Burton law and protecting
Canada's rapidly developing investments in Cuba. The US reaction to the visit was restrained but
disapproving. Burns toned down his earlier remarks to praise the prime minister for bringing up the
subject of human rights during his visit.
However, Burns added that "the United States remains skeptical that the Cuban government is in
fact prepared to take systematic and meaningful steps...toward a transition to democratic rule in
Cuba...or that would reflect a change in the position of the Cuban government on human rights."
Sen. Helms compared the foreign minister's visit to British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain's
visit to Munich in 1938 to appease Adolf Hitler. (Sources: Los Angeles Times, 01/09/97; Miami
Herald, 01/14/97, 01/09/97, 01/10/97; Inter Press Service, New York Times, 01/13/97, 01/23/97; Reuter,
01/22/97; United Press International, 01/23/97; Washington Post, 01/22/97, 01/23/97; Associated Press,
01/09/97, 01/09/97, 01/17/97, 01/22/97, 02/06/97, 2/12/97; Deutsche Press Agentur, 02/12/97; Reuter,
11/07/96, 01/11/97, 01/27/97, 02/04/97, 02/10/97, 02/12/97, 02/13/97)
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